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aerosol cans. Toxic waste at Love Canal, N. Y., makes national headlines. 1979: Three Mile Island nuclear power plant accident   

in urban air drop 99% over next 20 years.  1976:  Congress passes hazardous waste law which mandates phase-out of toxic PCBs   
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EPA has spent the past 30 years pursuing a dual
track to clean up the wastes – toxic and otherwise –
which have harmed our land and threatened our com-
munities. We’ve employed aggressive approaches to
cleaning up toxic sites created in years past, while also
finding new and innovative ways to reduce the
amount of waste we generate as a society. 

Getting it done with Superfund
During the last 18 years, EPA’s Superfund accom-
plishments are substantial. More than 675 of the
nation’s most serious uncontrolled or abandoned haz-
ardous waste sites have been cleaned up and 85 more
will be done by the end of 2000. Responsible parties
have paid 70 percent of the cleanup costs, saving tax-
payers billions of dollars. In the Pacific Southwest,
EPA and our partners have begun or completed treat-
ment construction at nearly three quarters of the 117
Superfund sites. All the cleanups are conducted with
an eye on future redevelopment. 

Waste sites that took decades to create generally
require years to clean up. However, our emergency
response program works with state, tribal and local
partners to handle immediate hazards.

On September 27, 1999, a fire broke out at the
Westley Tire Pile in the Central Valley. Flames
engulfed entire hillsides – where an estimated 7 mil-
lion discarded tires were piled up to 20 feet deep –
sending plumes of dense black smoke into the sky. At
the time, even the most optimistic projections estimat-

ed that the blaze would take months, or years, to
extinguish. Yet firefighters hired by EPA put the fire
out one month after it had started by dousing the
flames with foam, moving unburned tires to a safe
area and diverting melted tire oil through a drainage
system.

EPA crews made quick work of other potential envi -
ronmental disasters in 1999, including abandoned
plating facilities in inner-city neighborhoods. At the
Francis Plating Facility in West Oakland, field
teams disposed of more than 200,000 gallons of caus-
tic liquids and sludges that for years had been a local
health and fire threat. EPA performed a similar
removal at the Syntrum Facility in Gardena.

The Pacific Southwest’s toxic legacies
EPA, state and local officials continue to address the
myriad issues posed by abandoned mines through-
out the region. In search of gold, silver or mercury,
miners in the 19th and 20th centuries left behind a
mess: there are an estimated 62,000 inactive or aban-
doned mines in Arizona, California and Nevada.

Last year, EPA and the state completed a $3 million
emergency cleanup of the Gambonini Mercury Mine
in West Marin County. In less than a year, engineers
had closed off the mine entrance and re-contoured a
hillside that had been leaching hundreds of pounds of
mercury into a nearby creek that drained into 
Tomales Bay. One local oyster harvester, reacting to 
the speedy response, said: “We've known it's been up
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there, but as soon as the EPA got
a hold of it, it went into hyper-
space – something happened.

At the Iron Mountain Mine west
of Redding, CA, EPA crews have
treated more than 460 million
gallons of acidic mine drainage,
significantly reducing what had
been the country’s largest dis-
charge of toxic metals to surface
waters. Our ongoing work contin-

ues to protect important commer-
cial fisheries, critical water sup-
plies and the sensitive Bay Delta
ecosystem. EPA is also cleaning
up the Carson River Mercury
Site in Nevada and many others.
And we’re still finding new sites.
EPA is currently proposing for
Superfund status the Leviathan
Mine outside of Gardnerville, CA,
where an entire mountain top wa
removed – a common practice a

old mines – unleashing acidic
mine tailings into the Carson
River watershed. 

When the semiconductor industry
exploded in Silicon Valley in the
1970s and ‘80s, waste handling
and disposal practices weren’t
what they should have been, and,
as a result, soil and groundwater
throughout the South Bay were
tainted with toxic byproducts
from the computer industry.
Silicon Valley has the highest con-
centration of Superfund sites any-
where in the country, with 28
hazardous waste sites within a
15-square mile radius. Yet 10
years after discovering these hot
spots, under EPA and state direc-
tion, responsible parties cleaned
up most of the soil contamination
and began treating groundwater
at all 28 sites. At the MEW Site in
Mountain View, 2,000 people now
work in a new high-tech office
complex on property that just a
decade ago was seen as too conta-
minated to develop. 

When the budget axe fell on mili-
tary bases in the 1990s, it fell
hard in Northern California, leav-
ing EPA, the state and the
Department of Defense with
50,000 acres of polluted land to
clean up and return to local com-
munities. This meant addressing
contaminated soil and groundwa-
ter at Fort Ord, Moffett Naval Air
Station, Mare Island Naval
Shipyard, Alameda Naval Air
Station, the Presidio (in San
Francisco) and many other
installations. 

Aggressive             approaches            and                  team-
work           have           translated           into                  dozens

CA, uses Superfund law to get responsible party to finish the job. 1982:    Groundwater pollution from semiconductor factory       

EPA to list priority toxic sites and compel polluters to pay for cleanup; authorizes EPA to take emergency response role.  1981:  
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A massive tire fire in Westley fouled air in the Central Valley and the Bay Area, and
called attention to the many environmental problems posed by discarded tires.

EPA’s quick response had the fire out a month after it started.




